I n today's competitive market, quality makes the difference. As American industry expands in size and complexity its success depends more and more on the skills and productivity of its employees. Managers of industrial, commercial and business firms recognize that an employee's performance is directly related to his physical and emotional health. The occupational health nurse provides a nursing program for employees which will help maintain the highest level of health and efficiency. She or he can effectively contribute to the control of many problems which affect the health of the worker adversely.
Existing environmental problems are frequently called to the nurse's attention even before they are made known to supervisors. Often the nurse is the first person the employee comes to for advice and assistance in matters which concern his health or the health of his family. The occupational health nurse must have a variety of skills. In one health service the nurse may be required to understand the fundamentals of x-ray technique and to perform a number of laboratory tests. I n others, the job duties might be largely health supervision and the finding and utilization of resources within the plant and community which will benefit the health of the workers and their families, having an understanding of legislation related to health and safety; knowing how to write effective reports, and being able to develop and maintain good records which may become legal documents. These last responsibilities are especially significant since the advent of the Occupational Safety and Health Act.
Presented at the First Nurse-Management Dinner of the Central Pennsylvania Association of Industrial Nurses. Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, February 19. 1975. 14 The prevention of disease and the maintenance of health are important factors in the total occupational health program, and the professional nurse in industry, because of his/her education and experience with mental illness, will usually be able to recognize early signs of abnormal behavior. Therefore, the nurse must also have a sound understanding of the principles and techniques of counseling with respect to emotional and physical health. Early recognition of symptoms which are forerunners of acute or chronic disease will ultimately result in lowered cost and a decrease in lost time.
The relationship of the occupational health nurse to supervisors and other members of line management must of necessity be maintained on a staff service or advisory basis. Thus the occupational health nurse should never assume authority to initiate action or overru Ie orders on matters properly su bject to the decision of foremen or other members of line management. I n dealing with employees, the nurse should utilize every opportunity to work through the immediate supervisor concerned, but should have the right and obligation to appeal to higher levels of management when, in his or her view, a decision of supervision will react to the detriment of employee health and the interests of the company.
Management should recognize that occupational health nurses, because of their professional status and type of service provided, are in an excellent position to make an important contribution to team work, harmony, and employee morale in the organization, and to the development of good relations in the community.
The member of management to whom the nurse has administrative responsibility should initiate conferences at periodic intervals to determine how the occupational health program is functioning and to discuss any general or individual problems.
Occupational health nurses occupy an important position in the organization, and best serve when their primary concern is to promote employee health. Their services can be of maximum effectiveness only if they enjoy the respect and confidence of management. To earn this they must be allowed to render their professional services objectively, and the employees must know that any information not pertinent to an occupational illness or injury, and which they give to the nurse will be treated with confidentiality.
All nurses in occupational health must have a recognized job title in keeping with their duties and responsibilities as well as their professional status. Management should establish for occupational health nurses a rate of pay in keeping with their professional training, experience in the field, and their status in the organization. Where the nurse assumes full administrative responsibility for the health services, management should recognize the administrative function and give corresponding authority and remuneration. Provisions shou Id be made for periodic review and rate adjustments based upon individual merit and service.
These statements alone cannot improve the health of a single employee. However, when management is conversant with the scope and limitations involved in the practice of occupational health nursing, then qualified nurses, operating in their normal sphere of service, can contribute significantly toward keeping employees effectively working for the overall good of the company.
Nurses, like other professionals, need to keep their knowledge and skills up to date for competent practice. "Continuing Education For Every Nurse" is the slogan of the day. The American Association of Industrial Nurses is the professional organization of nurses engaged in the field of occupational health. Its major activities are:
• To formulate and develop principles and standards of industrial nursing practice in order that the nurses in industry may utilize more fully their professional knowledge and training in their service to workers and management -and to the community. • To promote, by means of publications, conferences, continuing education programs and symposia, both formal and informal programs of education designed specifically for the nurse in industry. • To identify the rightful place of nursing in the occupational health programs and to encourage cooperation among all groups engaged in protecting the health and welfare of the workers. • To impress upon management, physicians and allied groups the importance of integrating into Occupational Health Nursing, May 1975 the activities of industry the services to be rendered by the occupational health nurse. Management shou Id encourage the professional development of the occupational health nurse. This can be done through membership and active participation in professional associations at the local, state and national levels. Also, where practical, through attendance at conferences, institutes, continuing education programs and university courses. The same company policies shou Id apply to the nurse that apply to other professional and management employees in such matters as participation and service in professional organizations and meetings, time off with pay to attend professional meetings, and payment of dues and other related expenses. I n-service training, too, is important and courses should be offered to the occupational health nurse to broaden her knowledge and understanding of company activities, and all training courses which would increase her effectiveness.
It is equally important that the functions of the occupational health nurse are properly understood by other members of the organization. Understanding can be facilitated through a discussion of the medical program and the work of the occupational health nurse in training conferences and company publications.
Many years ago the members of the American Association of Industrial Nurses voted against the use of collective bargaining techniques for occupational health nurses. The majority opinion was that the adoption of this technique would seriously jeopardize the nurses' position both with management and labor. Recognition of occupational health nurses as professionals is essential to the services they render to both employer and employee. Occupational health nurses have a value over and above the purely technical aspect of their job in the constructive relationships which they are able to maintain with every individual and department in the companybecause they are professional persons.
AAIN stands firm in its belief that increased professional competence is the basis for economic opportunity and security. One of AAIN's many goals is directed toward promoting the occupational health nurse as an impartial professional worker.
Despite the economy, AAIN membership continues to grow. Advance registration for the American Industrial Health Conference to be held in San Francisco in April is good, but most encouraging is the registration for the pre-and post-conference continuing education programs. If you have not planned to send the nurse employed by your company to this excellent learning experience, I urge you to do so; it isn't too late. I t wi II enhance the effectiveness of the nurse and just as important are the benefits you and your employees will enjoy.
